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Today we will be marked with our mortality.  “Remember that you are dust, and to

dust you shall return.”  We remember our creation “from out of the dust were we

formed;” we remember our rebirth at our Baptism when we are marked with

chrism oil – marked as Christ’s own forever; we remember the death of a loved

one and see a foretelling of our own death: “ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” But it is

life that we commemorate here today with the ancient sign we will wear. Ashes

remind us that we are invited to turn to God and God will renew our lives – and

our life together here at St. Andrew’s. We begin Lent with an examination of our

consciences with the Litany of Penitence. And some of us engage in intentional

self-denial to reform our lives and conform ours ways to God’s ways.

At our house around this time of the year, we often overheard the children

discussing what they were giving up for Lent. They would talk of foregoing

something they did not really care for, like lima beans or brussel sprouts. One of

our boys thought he might give up watching the news on television every day

when he was not in the habit of watching newscasts. As a family we sometimes

gave up watching all television for the duration of Lent. This was not as difficult as

you might think. One our children had a bumper sticker that read “Kill your

television.” And – when he worked in the industry – their Dad’s mantra was “You

can make me defend it, but you can’t make me watch it.” So “giving up” watching

television was not a real discipline for him, or for the rest of us. I had a text mail

from one of our daughters this morning after she got her ashes.  She reminded me

that she is keeping with her tradition and once again giving up chocolate, not an
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easy choice for a chocoholic. One of our sons is giving up alcohol – again – also

not an easy thing to deny oneself in New Orleans, but it is his tradition for these 40

days. My husband is giving up sweets and alcohol. Well, I don’t eat chocolate and

I don’t drink much. And these days when so many have given up much due to the

state of the economy, embracing a new discipline – taking something on rather

than giving something up – might be the way to address my weaknesses this Lent.

So I plan to be more faithful in several of my spiritual disciplines that I have let

slide since my surgery. And as a new discipline, I am going to take on a carbon fast

– using a model from the UK. I started today with taking a light bulb out of a lamp

in my home. Day two I will not use the oven to cook but rather I will use the

microwave since it requires much less energy.  Day three is easy: I will not use

bottled water but will use my refillable water bottle like the ones that I got

everyone in my family last year for Christmas. And so on and so on for the 40 days

of Lent. Church and government leaders including the Archbishop of Canterbury

and our own Primate Fred Hiltz have issued a cut-carbon-not-chocolate challenge.

I will let you know how it goes. And if you want more information, please, call or

email me or get in touch with Jackie Leach who turned me onto this my new

Lenten carbon fast.

In today’s Gospel Jesus specifically addresses three practices of justice or piety:

alms giving, prayer, and fasting. The wealthy in Roman society would practice

almsgiving to promote their own interests and to gain prestige. Jesus contrasts this

with genuine care, giving to others in need. Almsgiving was the prime act of piety

in Judaism. But Jesus says that alms are to be given quietly – in private. Prayer is

the centerpiece of Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount. In the pagan Roman world,

patronage prayer was offered for status and reputation.  These long-winded

orations were meant to impress the gods, but they were often empty and insincere,
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concerned mostly with the one praying. In the Jewish community all adult men

were expected to pray in the direction of Jerusalem three times a day, and before

and after meals either bowing down or standing. Pharisees would stop in the street

to pray.  Indeed, they would pray on the street corner so that those in both

directions could observe their piety.  Jesus said that they have been paid in full by

the praise of their on-lookers, so they will not receive a heavenly reward. ….. Jesus

did share in public prayers, but often he went away to pray by himself, to the

desert, to the mountain top, to the garden. Prayer ought to be directed to God alone.

And Jesus taught that fasting is not about self-display. Fasting is a valid form of

self-discipline, but it should be done in a way so as not to attract attention to

oneself.  Fasting should be directed only to God.  Putting on sackcloth or placing

ashes on one’s head to make fasting obvious to others means nothing if God is not

aware of our devotion. As the Prophet Joel tells us in the Old Testament today we

are called to “rend our hearts, and not our clothing.” That is to say, we are called to

make a change of heart, a change of the very core of our being, rather than offering

an outward display of our personal devotion to God. Today’s Gospel begins with

“Beware of practicing your piety before others in order to be seen by them.” But

the distinction here is not so much between public and private piety. It is question

of our motivation.  Do we do these things to impress others or to please God?

In a few minutes we will offer the imposition of ashes – an Anglican Ash

Wednesday tradition. What will we do with these ashes on our foreheads?  Will we

discreetly go into the washroom and wipe away our ash crosses before we turn our

faces to world? I suppose we could justify that behavior if we were to take the first

words of today’s Gospel literally.  But we all know that it is not as simple as that.

On the one hand we ought not show off our piety. On the other hand, what if our

ashes were to touch just one person’s life today, and provoke them to question
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what these ashes are about. Our answer might just bring someone to new life, a life

getting to know Christ. I saw a young woman on the news this morning who

proudly wore her ashes in the shape of a cross. Or perhaps, she was just on her way

to work having come from Ash Wednesday service and casually waved at the

camera man who was scanning the crowd. Contrast the testimony of her ash

crosses with the signs on buses in London that read: “There’s probably no God.

Now stop worrying and enjoy life.” CBC News reported that the pro-atheist group

is targeting Calgary as the next site for the campaign. Jesus came to reveal God

more fully to the world.  And we know that we have the promise of life and even

abundant life here on earth and life eternal through Jesus’s passion and sacrifice.

That young lady’s and our ashes are a powerful sign of God’s existence and God’s

promise of abundant life and our intention to live for God.

Realistically, we likely will go about the rest of our day today and forget that we

are marked with these ashes until someone mentions them or we see ourselves in a

mirror. I have come to believe that it does not matter whether we wipe off the

ashes. If we embrace the continuity of these ashes, the mark of the cross at our

baptismal rebirth from death to new life– connected to Christ’s death – recounted

in the Passion story we told last year on Palm Sunday where we received the

blessed palms from which our ashes were made – if we recall and live into this

continuity we will realize that the crosses on our foreheads cannot be wiped away.

They are permanent. We received these crosses when we were welcomed into a

life with Christ at our Baptism and marked, as Christ’s own forever.  We wear

them all the time.  It is up to us to live a life God would have us live, and to let our

crosses not just show but shine.
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